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ARCHITECTURE
AND NATURE
The Theory of Imitation
in
Etienne-Louis BouUee's
Essai sur VArt
F

Louis Cellauro
Oh, nature, how true it is to say thatyou are the book of hooks,
the universal science}

(

visionary architect Etienne-Louis Boullee (1728—1799)
/ is considered today to be one of the greatest architects of
^ the Enhghtenment.^ He was trained from 1743 to 1747 by

' Jean-Marie Perouse de Montclos, itienm-Lauis Boullee: Architecture, essai sur I'art (Paris:
Hermann, 1968), 75 [hereafter cited as Boullee, Ems'surl'ar^. Perouse de Montclos associates
this sentence with one fromJean-Jacques Rousseau's Profession de foi du vicaire Savoyard. "Thus,
I once again closed all books. There is only one book that is open to the eyes of all: that of
nature."
^ On Boullee, see Emil Kaufinann, Von Ledoux bis he Corbusier (Vienna: Passer, 1933); Emil
Kaufmann, Three Btvolutionaiy Architects (Philadelphia:American Philosophical Society, 1952);
Robert Rosenblum, Tranformations in hate Eighteenth-Century Art (Princeton: Princeton
University, 1967); Allan Braham, Architecture of the French Enlightenment (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1980). For a generalsurvey, see also BarryBergdoU, European Architecture 1750-1890
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), in particular Part I: "Progress,
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Jacques-Fran9ois Blondel, a major theoretician of French Classicism,
and by Jean-Laurent Legeay, who introduced him to the international
neo-classicism developing in Rome during the 1740s. BouUee, however,
initially frequented painting workshops, and in particular that of JeanBaptiste-Marie Pierre, with whom he studied the rudiments of the art.^
In fact, this initiation into painting had a considerable effect on the
development of his own art, and echoes of this can be seen in his
architectural treatise, which draws frequent analogies between architec
ture and painting. From his first works, his vocation to teach—from
the age of nineteen he taught architecture at the Ecole des Fonts et
Chaussees—guided him to problems of theory. In 1752, he became a
second-rank member and professor of the Academie Royale
d'Architecture, becoming a first-rank member in 1780. In 1795, he
became a founding member of the Institut de France.
His renown today is largely due to his treatise
Architecture,
Essai sur I'art, which remained unpublished in the eighteenth century,
although it was no doubt known to his contemporaries and entered the
architectural memory long before he died. The manuscript—which he
bequeathed to the nation, thereby preventing it from being lost—^is
accompanied by approximately one hundred drawings of thirty-two
projects.'' Although written as a single text, it is merely the transcrip
tion of notes accumulated over the years from reflections on architec-

Enlightenment, Experiment," chapter 3, "Experimental Architecture: Landscape, Gardens
and Reform Institutions" [pp. 73-102]), situates Boullee's thought in relation to contempo
rary intellectual developments. This book is the most up-to-date s5mthesis of research on
French Enlightenment architecture since Braham's Architecture of the French Enli^tenment and
Robin Middleton and David Watkin's FSeoclassicalandNineteenth-Century Architecture (London:
Abrams, 1980). The essential modern studies on BouUee remain those by Helen Roseneau,
Boullee and his Visionary Architecture (London: Academy Editions, 1976), and by Jean-Marie
Perouse de Montclos, Etienne-Lauis BoulUe, 1728-1799, de I'architecture cbssique d I'architecture
rivolutionnaire (Paris: Arts et Metiers graphiques, 1969). This last study includes an exceUent
catalog of BouUee's architectural and iUustrated work, and presents archives of his projects.
This volume however only devotes five pages to the treatise in a section entitled "L'essai sur
Part et les projets qui I'iUustrent," 181-85. See alsoJean-Marie Perouse de Montclos, Boullee.
h'architecture visionnaire et neoclassique (Paris, Hermann, 1993) and Jean-Marie Perouse de
Montclos, Etienne-Eouis Boullee (Paris, Flammarion, 1994).
'On BouUee's training and that of his teachers, see Perouse de Montclos, Etienne-Louis Boullee,
1969,25-26. Perouse de Montclos mentions moreover that in 1746, BouUee had also been
the student of Germain Boffrand, as the records of the Academie d'Architecture attest.
^ Today, this is preserved in the BibUotheque Nationale de France, in the Departement des
Manuscrits, fonds franfais, no 9153, whereas his drawings are preserved in the Departement
des Estampes under the serial numbers Ha 55, Ha 56, and Ha 57.
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tural principles. On this matter, BouUee writes: "I have been meditat
ing for a long while now on the art that I profess, and I am looking into
means for accelerating its progress,"^ thus confirming that the ideas
presented in his treatise had no doubt been developed during his long
career as a professor of architecture. Yet the manuscript and drawings
certainly pre-date 1793—the date of the bequest in which these are
named and classified. It was published for the first time in 1953 in an
English edition with notes by Helen Rosenau,® and in 1968 in a first
French edition with annotations by Jean-Marie Perouse de Montclos.^
The purpose of this article is to clarify, through a detailed reading
of the Essai sur I'art, Boullee's ideas, on architecture and its relationship
to nature, and to situate these within the context of the eighteenth
century. These ideas hold a central place in his treatise and have not,
to date, received any detailed commentary in the publications dedicated
to this visionary ardhitect, particularly in the monographs of Perouse de
Montclos and Rosenau. Yet many passages from the Essai sur I'art deal
with the specific themes of the imitation of nature and the use of
nature in architecture. One can therefore speak of a veritable natural
aesthetics in Boullee's work.® Following in the footsteps of architec
tural theoreticians and the philosophes who preceded him chiefly
Amedee Frezier, Marc'Antoine Tangier, Francesco Algarotti, and Jean
Le Rond d'Alembert—BouUee made of architecture an art whose goal
was the imitation of nature. He does, however, present many original
ideas on the topic, in particular through his explicitly assigning to
architecture the goal of classical painting in the search of an ideal
natural Beauty.
Representative of the ideas of the eighteenth century, BouUee's
Essai sur I'art is a text which sees the unifying principle of aU the arts as

' BouUee, Bwis sur I'art, 25.
' Helen Rosenau, 'Boullee's treatise on architecture; a complete presentation of the "Architecture, essai sur
I'art," whichformspart of the BoulUe pcpers (MS 9153)in the BihRotheque Nationale, Paris, (London:
Alec Tiranti, 1953).
' See note 1.
' In his Histoire de I'architecture classique en France, Volume IV (Second half of the eighteenth
century; the Louis XVI style, 1750-1792) (Paris: Picard, 1952), 56, Louis Hautecceur
characterizes Etienne-Louis BouUee's architecture in this manner; "BouUee claims to evoke
forests and their mysteries with his colonnades, to arouse with his monuments the same
emotions as those aroused by nature, and to be using as inspiration nature's spectacles, from
which he derives an esthetic." See also the chapter "Une discipline nouveUe: L'Estheaque
natureUe" in Perouse de Montclos, Etienne-Louis BouUee, 1969,197-207.

54

1650-1850

lying in the imitation of nature, one that is at the foundation of the
modern system of the fine arts. During the Renaissance, the first and
most important common denominator was the concept of "disegno,"
which Giorgio Vasari had defined as the "father of the arts" (a mental
image or the artist's idea), thus justifying the notion that art was
fundamentally intellectual. In hes Beaux-Arts riduits d un mime principe,
published in Paris in 1746, the Abbe Charles Batteux devotes the crux
of his argument to demonstrating that "the imitation of la belle
naturi'—a topos of the classical tradition—remains a principle
common to various arts except architecture.' Beginning with the
poetics of Aristotle and Horace, he attempted to extend the principles
of poetry and painting to the other arts. In his first chapter, Batteux
classifies the arts, separating the fine arts (whose final goal is pleasure)
from the mechanical arts (whose goal is utility). In the first group, he
places music, poetry, painting, sculpture, the art of movement, and
dancing. Batteux then adds a third group combining pleasure and
utility, into which he places architecture and eloquence.
Because of its vast dissemination in France and abroad, the
Engclopedie played a privileged role in the definitive codification of the
eighteenth-century system of the fine arts. In his Discours preliminaire,
published in 1751, d'Alembert defined the aims of the fine arts, in
which—unlike Batteux—he included architecture: "Among the Hberal
arts that have been reduced to principles, those holding the imitation
of nature as their goal have been given the name of the fine arts, as
their aim is principally to please."" He establishes a clear distinction
between the more useful liberal arts, such as grammar, logic, ethics, and
"the knowledge consisting in imitation,"" which includes those arts
such as painting, sculpture, poetry, music, and architecture." D'Alem
' On Batteux, see Paul Oskar Kristeller, "The Modem System of the Arts," Journal of the
History of Ideas 12 (1951): 496-527, and 13 (1952): 17-46; Ernst von Danckehnann, Charles
Batteux: SeinLeben undsein SsthetischesLehrergebSude (Rostock:Weidmann, 1902); and Irmela von
der Liihe, Natur und Nachahmung: XJntersuchungen s(ur Batteux-Bisyption in Deutschland (Bonn:
Bouvier, 1976).
J ean Le Rond d'Alemhert, DiscourspriSmnairede l^nychpediepubleintegpalementd'cpris I'edition
de 1763, Francois Picavet, ed. (Paris: A. Colin, 1894), 47-48.
" D'hleaAoest, DiscoursptiBminaire, a.
" On d'Alembert's notion of the fine arts, see Kristeller, The Modem System of the Arts 13
(1952): 23. He writes in this respect: "D'Alemhert is aware that the new concept of the fine
arts is taking the place of the older concept of the liberal arts, which he criticizes, and he tries
to compromise by treating the fine arts as a subdivision of the liberal arts, thus leaving a last
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bert explains that "In the imitation of nature, invention is subjugated
to certain rules, and it is these rules which principally form the
philosophical element of the fine arts"" (Francesco I^2ia will later
speak of the "metaphysics of architecture" in his treatise Principj di
architettura civile, published in Rome in 1785). A conception of the fine
arts as being imitators of nature thus emerged gradually, and the
majority of eighteenth-century architectural theoreticians such as
d'Alembert maintained that architecture was,in the image of other arts,
an art whose goal was the imitation of nature. By 1738, Amedee
Frezier, in his Dissertation historique et critique sur les Ordres d'architecture,
uses an obscure maxim from Vitf uvius to justify that architecture is just
such an art." Later, writers such as Laugier, Milizia, Algarotti, and
Antoine Chrysostome Quatremere de Quincy also asserted that
architecture was—^like painting, sculpture, music, or poetry—an art
which imitated nature. This was the context in which BouUee formu
lated his novel ideas near the end of the eighteenth century.
Most of the theoreticians of the European Enlightenment saw in
the primitive hut—the wooden dwelling of early man—the natural
model of architecture from which originated classical architecture. It
was in the imitation of its essential parts and trabeated design, that the
imitation of nature was achieved. Unlike its predecessors and contem
poraries, BouUee grants no space in the Dssai sur I'art to the eighteenthcentury theory of the primitive hut." For aU those who mentioned it.

trace of the liberal arts that was soon to disappear. Finally, he reveals his dependence on
Batteux in certain phrases and in the principle of imitation, but against Batteux and the
classical tradition, he now includes architecture among the imitative arts, thus removing the
last irregularity, which had separated Batteux's system from the modem scheme of the fine
arts. Thus we may conclude that the 'Enyclopedie, and especially its famous introduction,
codified the system of the fine arts after and beyond Batteux and through its prestige and
authority gave its widest possible currency all over Europe."
" D'Alembert, Viscounprlliminmre, 64.
" Amedee Frezier, Dissertation historique et critique sur Us Ordres d'architecture (Paris: Charles
Antoine Jombert, 1769), 7: "As Vitruvius has aptly stated, architecture is no less an imitative
art than those I have just named [painting, sculpture, music, and theatre]: 'Maxime etiam in
architectura haec duo insunt quod significat et quod significatur." The quotation is from
Book 1, chapter 1 of the De architecturaUbti decern. On Frezier's importance in the eighteenth
century, see RobinMiddleton, "The Abbe Cordomoy and the Graeco-Gothic
Journal
of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 25 (1962): 278-330, and 26 (1963): 90.^123.
" On the theory of the primitive hut in the eighteenth century, see Wolfgang Herrmann,
haugfer and Eigfrteenth-Century French Theory (London: Zwemmer, 1962); and Joseph Rykwert,
On Adam's House in Paradise. The Idea of the Primitive Hut in ArchiUctural History (New York:
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the hut was more a natural object than an artifact, and was inextricably
linked to the birth of classical architecture, with the Orders of architec
ture deriving from the primitive hut. In fact, the hut was interpreted
as the seed from which civil and public architecture developed over the
centuries. Fre2ier, Laugier, Algarotti, Milizia, and Quatremere de
Quincy attempted to find architecture's constiment principles through
the analysis of the primitive "natural architecture'"® represented by the
rustic cabin. On the other hand, BouUee proved his originality by
developing, in his treatise, his own ideas about the imitation of nature
that diverged from the general tendency of the eighteenth century,
which was to see the primitive hut as the natural model for architecture.

¥ The Constituent Principles of Afchitecture
and Its Natural Foundations *
For Boullee, architecture belongs simultaneously to technical and
aesthetic domains, and is created according to two modalities. On the
one hand, architecture consists of "the art of construction," which is
only a secondary art referred to by Boullee as "the scientific element of
architecture"; and on the other hand, it consists of "true art,"" whose
"goal is the imitation of nature."'® Of the two, this is by far the most
fundamental element, for this allows architecture to rival other arts
which also derive from the imitation of nature. The title of BouUee's
work. Architecture, Essai sur I'art, reveals both that he is only interested
here in the element concerning the imitation of nature, and that this is
not a mere treatise on "the art of construction,"" which has a deroga-

Museum of Modern Art, 1972). Only one reference to the primitive hut can be found in the
Essai sur I'art, on page 147: "Conceptions of architecture have encompassed from the rustic
cabin up to the general layout of a great empire."
" Frezier, Dissertation historique et critique,10: "Vitruvius and the Ancients imagined everything
according to Nature, and only saw as invariable beauty that which originated in Nature; it was
from this simple and natural architecture [my emphasis] that they made the model for the
decorations used to adorn the most sumptuous edifices."
"Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 49.
"Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 59: "by art I mean everything that has as its goal in the imitation of
nature."
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 49.
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toty connotation for him. His self-proclaimed originality Ues in doing
this, "for no author on architecture has undertaken [this] task."^® ,
From the first sentence of the introduction to the Essai sur I'art,
BouUee proffers criticisms of Vitruvius's De architectura libri decern, the
reason being that the Roman architect's treatise only deals with "the art
of construction" and takes "the effect for the cause,", thereby omitting
the essential element of architecture that, in BouUee's view, constitutes
"true art."^^ He then addresses the theories of Claude Perrault and
Fran9ois Blondel by reviving the debate surrounding the principles of
architecture at the point where it had been left off at the end of the
seventeenth century. He does this as "neither one nor the other had
any conception of these principles" and, since their work, "no one has
answered this question satisfactorily."^ BouUee's attacks are aimed
above aU at Perrault, who felt that architecture was "an art of pure
invention."^^ From the beginning, BouUee denies that such an art can
even exist, for "there is no idea that does not spring from nature"^'*: in
his opinion, Giovanni Battista Piranesi's ecclectic and bizzare architec
tural compositions (pubUshed in his Pnrere su I architectura [Rome,
1765],2^ and to which BouUee seems to aUude, quaUfying them as
"foUies, "mental disorders," and "dreams"^^), Jacques CaUot's gro
tesques, or the chimaeras of the Ancients are aU only "extravagant or

^ BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 59.
BouUee, Essai sur i'art, 49.
BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 51.
^ BouUee, Essai sur i'art, 51. See also 65: "Perrault compares the principles of architecture to
those of music, and, after having proposed that the beauty of these arts consists in
proportion, he concedes that music is an art because he recognizes that harmonic proportion
is estahUshed by nature. Yet he claims that it would be useless to prove that there is also a
proportion estahUshed in nature for architecture; it is for this reason that he feels justified in
designating architecture as a fantastic art and one of pure fabrication."
" BouUee, Essai sur i'art, 61. On Claude Perrault's theory, seeWolfgang Herrmann, Tie Theory
ofCiaude Perrauit Qjondon: Zwemmer,1973); and Antoine Picon, Ciaude Perrauit, 1613-1688,
ou ia curiosite d'un ciassique (Paris: Caisse Nationale des Monuments Historiques, 1988).
" BouUee is undoubtedly referring to the architectural creations iUustrating titis treatise when
he speaks of "Piranesi's foUies," and he is also undoubtedly referring to Piranesi when he
complains "that educated men embraced Perrault's opinion." In his Parere su iarchitettura
(Rome: G. Salomoni, 1765), Piranese maintains, through the imaginary dialogue between one
of Laugier's austere disciples and another who is expressing his own opinions, that
architecture is an art founded on creative freedom. On this treatise, see Rudolf Wittkower,
"Piranesi's Parere su i'architettura,"Jourrtai of the Warburg Institute 2 (1938-39): 147-58.
" BouUee, Essai sur i'art, 61.
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disfigured natural objects, yet natural objects all the same."^^ According
to Boullee, pure invention does not exist and, according to his doctrine,
architecture is an art that imitates nature, just as painting, sculpture,
poetry, and music were considered to be in the eighteenth century.
The constituent principles of architecture therefore derive from
the study of nature, with the primary law lying not in proportion, but
in regularity: "the lack of proportion is usually very evident only in the
eyes of connoisseurs,"^® whereas it is inconceivable to avoid regularity
without offending the eyes. Symmetry—an aesthetic concept that is
correlative to regularity—^is also one of architecture's essential
principles, and Boullee derives its laws from the study of the human
body. It must be clarified that "symmetry" does not denote—^in
Boullee's view—z,system of proportions (the Vitruvian ymmetria or the
"commensurability of parts"), but rather a bilateral identity: "architec
ture's constituent principles are born from the image of order that is
symmetry, for any disparity is revolting in an art founded on the
principles of parity."^' In fact, Boullee establishes a close correspon
dence between the bilateral symmetry of the human body and architec
tural fa9ades, thus pointing out the tenacious survival of the Vitruvian
human analogy in his treatise: "Let us imagine a man whose nose is not
in the centre of his face, whose eyes are unevenly spaced, with one
higher than the other, such a man would appear ghasdy to us.. .If we
imagine a palace in which the main entrance's avant-corps is not at the
middle, in which nothing is symmetrical, whose windows are unequally
spaced and at different elevations, in a word, which only presents the
picture of confusion, such an edifice would of course be hideous and
unbearable."®" Boullee ends his chapter on this subject by affirming
that "the primary law is that which establishes that architecture's
constituent principles are born from regularity, and that it is just as
inconceivable to avoid symmetry in this art as it is not to respect the
law of harmonic proportions in music."®'
The notion of regularity and the analogy with the human body
form the criteria for study in the quest for Beauty: "we describe as

" Boullee, B-ssm sur I'art, 61.
^ Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 67.
" Boullee, Essm sur I'art, 68-69.
" Boullee, Essai sur Part, 68.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 68.
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beautiful those objects that most correspond to the human make-up,
and we reject those that do not as being at variance with our way of
being.For Boullee, natural objects can thus be divided into two
distinct and opposing classes: "irregular bodies," which represent only
confusion and disorder, and "regular bodies,"^^ which exemplify
regularity, symmetry, and variety,"^'* regularity produces the beauty of
forms in objects; synnmietry, their order and beautiful whole; variety,
elements with which they become diversified to our eyes.^^ These three
qualities in combination constitute both "form and figure"^® and create
harmony and beauty.

^ The Theory of Character: The Imitation of
Nature and the Poetry of Architecture ^
Boullee defines character—or the property of an edifice whose
function is revealed in its shape—as "the sudden impression produced
by different objects," or as "the manner in which the object affects
us."" What Boullee refers to as "add[ing] character" to a work consists
of "the art of using in a production all means proper and relative to the
subject treated, and this in such a way that the viewer only feels those
emotions of which the subject is intended to be comprised, that are
essential to it, and to which it is susceptible."^® For Boullee, edifices,
and above all public ones, should, in a certain way, be poems. The
images they offer to our senses should awaken in us emotions
corresponding to the use intended for these edifices."" An important
precedent for Boullee's theory of character and sensation was Nicolas
Le Camus de Mezieres' he Genie de I'architecture, in which he formally

Boullee, Essai surl'art, 61.
Boullee, Essd sur I'art, 62.
^ With his "theory of bodies," Boullee is proposing a classification for the shapes found in
nature. As Perouse de Montclos has noted, we know that Boullee was interested in the
natural sciences, as we can see in the books in his library, in which the works of Valmont de
Bomare, Buffon, and Bailly can be found. See Boullee, Essai sur I'art, "Introduction," 16.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 63.
^ Boullee, Essai sur i'art, 62.
" Boullee, Essai sur i'art, li.
" Boullee, Ewia xar/W, 73.
Boullee, Essai sur i'art, 47-48.
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discussed what is described in the subtitle as "the analogy of the arts
with pur sensations.'""' By the year 1780, when the volume appeared,
the expressive use of form to evoke sentiments suitable to the character
of a, building had long been consciously recognized, but to Le Camus
de Mezieres is due the credit for having attempted the first and perhaps
the last treatise directly bearing upon the subject. The premise of he
gme de I'architectureis that particular sensations are aroused by particular
forms and that these can be manipulated and arranged to specific
effects—rthat there is indeed a science of sensation. Le Camus makes
no mention of the Abbe Etienne Bonnot de Condillac's philosophical
treatises.'*' It is evident though that he was spurred by Condillac's ideas
and, if one is to judge by his vocabulary and range of references, by the
hssai sur I'origine des connaissances humaines (Paris, 1746) and the hraite des
sensations (Paris, 1754). The theory that Le Camus advances, as to the
way the shapes and forms of architecture under different conditions of
lighting and shade can stir different sensations and moods is, however,
borrowed from the theories of landscape gardeners—and , borrowed
from Jean Marie Morel's Theorie des jardins (Paris, 1776), it would seem,
more directly from Claude-Henri Watelet's hssai sur les jardins (Paris,
1774), which Le Camus acknowledges. All three men were in thrall to
sensationalist philosophers. Le Camus' treatise has been usually
approached as the source of some of Etienne-Louis BouUee's more
adventurous theories relating to the evocation of architectural character
through the effects of Ught and shade. More clearly than any words of
Le Camus de Mezieres, the drawings of BouUee show how far ideas for
buildings could indeed stimulate suitable sensations.
Although the concept of character is a topos of eighteenth-century
architectural theory and can be found—apart from Le Camus de
Mezieres' treatise—^in the architectural and aesthetic treatises of
Jacques-Fran9ois Blondel, Germain Boffrand, Denis Diderot, or
Quatremere de Quincy,'*^ BouUee's essential claim to originality Hes in
^ See the recent English translation as Le Camus de Mezieres, The Genius ofArchiuaure, orThe
Analogy of that Art with our Senses, Robin Middleton, ed. (Santa Monica and Chicago: Getty
Center, 1992).
See the introduction by Middleton in the work cited, 54.
On the concept of character, see for example Germain Boffrand, Litre d'architecture (Paris:
GuiUaume Cavelier, 1745), 16ff.: "Principes d'architecture tir& de la poetique d'Horace";
Jacques Francois Blondel, "Essaye sur le caractwe qui convient a chaque genre d'edifice," in
Henri Lemonnier, Proces-Verbaux de TAcademie Puayale d'Architecture, VII (Paris: J. Schemit,
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demonstrating how the endowment of unique and fitting characters
allows architecture to imitate nature and to attain poetic resonance:
"namre, being infinitely varied, never offers us the same image; it
follows that no production of fine art should possess rigid similarity
and that all subjects should be treated according to the manner
appropriate to them.'"*^ For Boullee, the Greeks failed in their
architectural works, as they did not appear to endow their buildings
with the appropriate characters; indeed, in spite of their various
dedications, their temples had roughly the same form."*^ Namre, poetry,
and character are aU closely related: "Scenes to be conveyed by
architecmre cannot be made without the deepest knowledge of namre:
the poetry, of architecmre is born from the impressions it makes"''^...
"It is only through the smdy of nature that the poetry of architecmre
is acquired, that this truly becomes art, and that various emotions can
be stirred successfully by endowing monuments with the appropriate
character.'"*^ According to Boullee, the architect imitates nature when,
through the mastery of his art, he transposes various sensations aroused
by multiple "scenes from namre'"*^ into forms, details, and decorations
to which edifices are subject according to their functions. The architect
thus intends to evoke, with a character fitting to each type of edifice,
the same emotions as those produced by the contrasting images of
nature and the seasons.''®
Among the projects accompanying the manuscript of the Essai sur
I'art, several illustrate wonderfully Boullee's concept of character
[Figures 1—2]. His "architecture of shadows'"" and his "buried,

1911-29), 248ff; and Denis Dideiot, "L'architecture et sa Ats^3aoa"Le monument dehplace
deKeims (Paris, 1760), 27-29; idem, "Mon mot sur ^architecture," in CEuvres esthetiques
Gamier, 1968), 728ff.; and Antoine-ChrysostomeQuatremere de Quinces article "Caractae,"
in Encfclopedie Mithodique, (Paris: Panckouke, 1788-1825), vol. 1, 477-521. See also Werner
Szambien, Sjmetrie,goiit, caractere: theorie et terminologfe de l'architecture a I'age ckssique, 1550-1800
(Paris: Picard,1986), especially chapter 9: "Vers une esthetique dela perception—Caractare,"
174-99.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art,159.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art,161-62.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 73.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art,155.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art,155.
Boullee, Essen sur I'art, 74-76 for an analysis of the many "scenes from nature" and the
seasons capable of being used in architecture.
*" Boullee, Esscd sur I'art, 79.
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architectxire,"^° whose monumental and sunken forms appear almost
swallowed up by the earth, emerge as being particularly adapted to
funerary architecture, which should evoke feelings of "extreme
sorrow."^^ On this topic, BouUee writes: "in order to produce a
sorrowfxil and somber spectacle, one must, as I have tried to do with
funerary monuments, present the skeleton of the architecture by means
of a completely bare waU; one must offer the appearance of buried
architecmre only by means of low, sunken, and buried proportions;
finally, the somber tableau of the architecmre of darkness, fashioned by
even darker shadows, must be created through materials which absorb
light. The artistic discovery of this type of architecmre formed by
shadows is mine."^^
In his Newton cenotaph project^' [Figure 3], the acmal tomb is
placed in a vast, hollow sphere symbolizing the illustrious scientist's
research on the namre of the earth. In this project, Boullee explains
that he was striving to make use of all means offered by namre in order
to present, in architecmral form, "the image of this great man."^"^ For
Boullee, spherical bodies evoke "the image of perfection"^^ and are
characterized "by [their] magnificent beauty,"^^ which simultaneously
unites "exact symmetry, the most perfect regularity and the greatest
variety."^^ As stated earlier, these aesthetic concepts are those which
Boullee derived from his smdy of namre and which he thought
characterized namre. The cenotaph's interior vault was intended to
convey, by means of small, funnel-shaped perforations, the impression
of a starry night and the firmament [Figure 4]. Through these, "the
daylight outside, penetrating into this dark interior through these
openings, [would] recreate with the most briUiant and glittering light all

® Boullee, Essai sur Part, 133.
" Boullee, Essm sur Part, 136.
'^Boullee, Essai sur Part,7&-19. On BouUee's funerary architecture, see Richard A. Etlin, The
Architecture of Death: The Transformation of the Cemetery in Ehhteenth-Century Paris, (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1983).
On the project for the Newton cenotaph, see Adolf Max Vogt, Boullees Newton-Denkmal:
Sakralbau undKugehdee (Basel and Stuttgart: Bierkauser, 1969).
Boullee, Essai sur Part, 77.
" Boullee, Essai sur Part, 64.
BouUee, Essai sur Part, 63.
" BouUee, Essai sur Part, 64.
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Figure 1: Etienne-Louis BouUee, funeral monument characterizing
buried architecture. B.N.F. Est. Res. Ha 55, plate 59;
courtesy of the Bibhotheque Nationale de France, Paris.
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Figure 2: Etienne-Louis Boullee, funeral monument characterizing
the architecture of shadows. B.N.F. Est. Res Ha 55, plate 30;
courtesy of the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris.
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Figure 3: Etienne-Louis BouUee, Newton Cenotaph.
B.N.F. Est. Res. Ha 57, plate 7; courtesy of the
Bibhotheque Nationale de France, Paris..
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Figure 4: Etienne-Louis BouUee, cross-section of the
Newton Cenotaph, night effect. B.N.F. Est. Res Ha 57, plate 9;
courtesy of the Bibhotheque Nationale de France, Paris.
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Figure 5; Etienne-Louis BouUee, cross-section of the Newton
Cenotaph, daylight effect. B.N.F. Est. Res. Ha 57, plate 9;
courtesy of the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris.
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Figure 6: Etienne-Louis BouHee, interior view of the "Metropole"
at the time of the feast of God. B.N.F. Est. Res. Ha 56, plate 8;
courtesy of the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris.

Architecture and Nature

69

of the forms traced into the vault.The sphere's interior could also
be artificially lit by a lamp placed inside an armillary sphere, thus
simulating daylight [Figure 5]. BouUee specifies that the stars' position
ing in the vault corresponds to their positioning in nature, emphasi2ing
in his description that "the impressions of this great image are
produced by nature."^® The megalomaniac scale of the Newton
cenotaph and of most of his other designs show influence of the
aesthetic concept of the sublime, popularized by Edmund Burke from
1757 onwards (the word "sublime" appears repeatedly throughout
BouUee's treatise). After a long description of the project, he concludes
by specifying that "in order to obtain the correctness of tone and
impression to which this monument is susceptible, it was necessary to
utilize the magic of art and to paint with nature, that is, to apply nature
to the work, and I can say that this artistic discovery is mine.

^ Architecture and the
Implementation of Nature ^
Under the influence of psychological criticism, of which the Abbe JeanBaptiste Du Bos" was one of the precursors, one of the chief criteria
with which the quality of a work of art in the eighteenth century was to
be judged was the emotional intensity that it could produce. Accord
ingly, several writers treating art attempted to compare the fine arts
according to their respective emotional power. In his BJfkxions critiques
sur la Poe'sie et la Peinture, published in Paris in 1719, Du Bos judged
painting as being the best in this respect. In his aesthetic treatise
entided^ PhilosophicalEnquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas ofthe Sublime and
Beautiful, published in London in 1757 and translated into French by
1765, Edmund Burke considered on the contrary that poetry, "with all
BouUee, Essai sur fart, 139.
" BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 140.
^ BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 140.
" On Du Bos, see Bernard Muntaneo,"Survivances antiques. L'abbe Du Bos, estheticien de
la persuasion personneUe," Rivue de ktUrature comparie 30 (1956): 318-50; Marcel Braunschvig,
E'Ahhe Du Bos, rinovateur dt la critique au XVUleme siecU (Toulouse ; A. & N. Brun, 1904);
Raymond Bayer, Histoire de I'esthitique (Paris: A. Colin, 1961), 136-38; and Henri Vigneau,
Duhos, leslettresetlesarts au debut du XVUleme siecle,unpubUshed thesis. University ofToulouse,
1976.
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its obscurity, has a more general as well as a more powerful dominion
over the passions than the other art [painting.In any case, the most
generally accepted idea was that the other arts that were "closer to
nature" than architecture, were "consequendy more suitable to act
upon our soul,"®^ as stated by BouUee in his treatise.
Several lines from the Essai surl'art^tt intended to show that, on
the contrary, architecture "in its relations with nature has perhaps an
even greater advantage than the other arts."^"* For Boullee, architecture
holds the highest place in the hierarchy of the arts, since "architecture
is the only art in which nature can be implemented'"^^ and the only one
capable of producing "these sensations we feel before the spectacle of
nature."^® The other arts "limit themselves to a more or less imperfect
imitation."®^ The means for implementing nature that only architecture
possesses (according to Boullee) determine its superiority over poetry,
for architecture allows one to create "what poetry cannot describe."®®
But what are these natural objects and phenomena that Boullee
sees the architect as having at his disposition? Natural hght is incontestably the foremost of these, as he writes: "the art of stirring us
through the impressions of light belongs to architecture. Indeed, in all
monuments capable of moving the soul to feel the horror of darkness,
or of arousing a delightful sensatipn through its brilliant effects, the
artist—^who must be familiar with the means of mastering light—can
dare to say to himself: I am making light!"®' Concerning his project for
a metropolitan church, Boullee again elaborates on the subject of light:
"Through new and philosophical approaches I have succeeded in
finding the art of using nature by introducing light into the church in
such a way that, being able to master it, it becomes capable of produc-

" Edmund Burke, A. Philosophical Enqmty into the Oriffn of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(New York; Garland Publishing, 1971), 104. On Burke, see Samuel Holt Monk, The Sublime:
A Studp of Critical Theories in Eighteenth-Century England (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan,
1960). The basic text for the superiority of painting over poetry is Horace, An Poetice, 180-82.
See David Fteedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory ofPtsponse (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1989), 163.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 59.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 59.
" Boullee, Brrai Jwr/W, 34.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 60.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 60-61.
" Boullee, ESSM sur I'art, 35.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 35.
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ing brilliant, mysterious, soft, or somber effects, in a word, that are
appropriate for arousing in us sentiments analogous to our religious
ceremonies that the cult of the Supreme Being demands."™ This deist
cult was established by a decree of 7 May 1794 of the Convention on
the basis of a report made by Robespierre. In his project, Boullee was
probably searching for an aesthetic which rivaled that of established
Christianity, and which epitomi2ed the newly established namral
religion characteri2ed by the existence of the Supreme Being and
immortality.
The Essai sur I'art presents a veritable theory of lighting and its
effects: it is these that "arouse in us diverse and contrary sensations,
according to whether they are bright or dark."^' Thus Boullee explains
that light can alternately produce the feeling of happiness, through its
splendid effects; the feeling of sadness, when its effects are somber; the
sensation of mystery, when direct light arrives into the edifice in such
a manner that the viewer cannot discern its origin, thus creating
"inconceivable effects and in some way a sort of truly enchanting
magic'V^ the sensation of religious terror by diminishing daylight in
order to inspire contemplation and repentance; and finally, the feeling
of joy, by means of a brilliant light from which a "majestic image"™ will
emerge. Boullee has depicted these last two effects of lighting in two
remarkable plates of his metropolitan church project [Figure 6].
Architecture can also make use of nature by bringing together all
of its "scattered beauties"™ in order to create an ideal nature (this
echoes the doctrine of embellished namre that was central to classical
painting theory). In his project for the "Monument de la Reconnais
sance publique,"™ for which all the corresponding illustrations have not
been preserved, "all of nature's spectacles would be represented"™ in
an arrangement reminiscent of English-Chinese gardens of the second

™ Boullee, Essai sur rart,156.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 90.
Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 90-91.
" Boullee, Essai sur I'art, 90.
Boullee, Essai sur Fart, 71.
" Among BouUee's drawings, there is no project for a "Monument de la Reconnaissance
publique." As Perouse de Montclos has highlighted, the comparison with the museum
project made by Roseneau is unconvincing, as this is essentially the project for a garden. See
Boullee, Essai sur Fart, 70, note 29.
™ Boullee, Essm sur Fart, 72.
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half of the eighteenth century, in which enchanted, horrible, tragic, and
happy scenes succeeded one another. "In my mind, one would need to
select a place for the monument...that presented all of nature's
beauties"^^.. ."The soul would feel a voluptuous pleasure at the sight of
these delightful gardens, reali2ed through architecture and akin to the
Elysian Fields described by the poets of Antiquity. The enchanting
views would be infinitely varied by the charm of these beautiful lakes,
themselves the mirrors of nature that compound our enjoyment by the
many scenes they offer. The soul would feel contrasting sensations,
useful for giving pleasant objects more charm, through the tragic sight
of these thick woods and dark forests in which nature appears, through
the absence of light, to be in mourning, and in which the horrible
sound of a torrent emerging from the heart of the earth conveys the
impression of the earth moaning."™
Here, Boullee is of course describing a project for landscape
architecture. In this project, BouUee's goal was to present the
"museum of nature,"™ in which all the various "nature's spectacles
would be represented" by a succession of enchanted, tragic, horrible,
and happy scenes, and in which the diversification of landscape themes
would create an ideal nature in miniature that would illustrate precisely
how architecture could become the "implementer"®" of nature. The art
of gardening sketched by Boullee in his project for the "Monument de
la Reconnaissance publique" thus constitutes an art in which nature is
ideally reconstituted through the assembly and reassembly of all of the
most beautiful and sublime "scenes of nature" and "scattered beauties"
capable of arousing the most varied and opposing emotions.

^ Conclusion ^
Boullee presents in his Essai sur I'art three ideas on the relationship
between architecture and nature that were original in the context of the
eighteenth century; first of all, that architecture's constituent principles
are founded on nature, with the primary law being regularity and
^ Boullee, Essai sur rati, 71.
" Boullee, Essm sur rati, 72.
" Boullee, Essm sur rati, 71.
Boullee, Essai sur i'art, 35,75, and 155. The concept appears three times.
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bilateral symmetry, respectively derived from nature and the human
body; second, that the imitation of nature consists in by endowing
edifices with characters appropriate to their functions, by transposing
the sensations and emotions aroused by the various spectacles of nature
and the seasons into the character of the edifice; and finally, when it
comes to stirring emotions, architecture holds the first place among the
imitative arts, as it physically makes use of namre through light,
vegetation, and water, whereas the other arts limit themselves to mere
representations. In BouUee's view, the most beautiful use of nature that
the architect could adopt incontestably consists of becoming its
"implementer";®' indeed, "it is with his precious gifts that he must
create the effect of his scenes and master our senses."®^ When the
architect makes use of all of nature's means, "the art achieves sublim
ity."'''
In the mind of the great visionary French architect, architecmre
also consists of imitating and implementing la belle nature}"" The goal of
painting in seventeenth-century classical theory, this concept was made
the unifying principle of the fine arts by the Abbe Charles Batteux in
the middle of the eighteenth cenmry. Batteux identified this principle
"through the selection of the best parts of nature that would form a
perfect whole, more perfect than namre itself,"®' and BouUee echoes
this in his definition of architecture by writing: "when one considers
architecture in all its breadth, one sees that it is not merely the art of
presenting images through the arrangement of parts, but it is also the
ability to bring together the scattered beauties of nature [my emphasis] in order
to implement them. Yes, I could not repeat this enough, the architect
must be one who implements namre."®' We can see the influence of
Etienne-Louis BouUee's initial training as a painter in these lines and in

" BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 35. This conception of the architect as the "implementer of nature"
also appears on pages 75 and 155.
" BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 35.
" BouUee, Essai sur I'art,155.
" On the idea of belle Nature in the eighteenth century, see Jacques ChouiUet, E'esthetique des
humieres (Paris: Presses Universitaires deFrance, 1974), 19-63;Jean Ehrhard, E'idie deNature
en France dans lapremiire moitie du XVIIIeme siicle (Paris and Chambery: Imprimeries Reunies,
1963); and Rudolf Wittkower, "La teoria classica e la nuova sensibUita," in SensibiUtd e
raqionadtd nelSettecento, Vittore Branca, ed. (Florence: Sansoni, 1967), 7-23.
" Charles Batteux, Ees Beaux-Arts riduits d un mimeprincipe (Paris: Durand, 1746), 4.
" BouUee, Essai sur I'art, 73.
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numerous passages of his treatise. In his Essai sur I'art BouUee indeed
developed one of the most original theories of the Enlightenment
concerning the imitation of nature in architecture, from which he
elaborated a personal natural aesthetic. Situated midway between the
dogmatisms of classicism and of the new romantic sensibility, Boullee
above all reveals himself in his architectural treatise to be a man
engaged in the naturalist experiment.

